With Pell Grants rising: a review of the contemporary empirical literature on prison post-secondary education by Mastrorilli, Mary Ellen
Boston University
OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
BU Open Access Articles BU Open Access Articles
2016
With Pell Grants rising: a review of
the contemporary empirical
literature on prison post-second...
This work was made openly accessible by BU Faculty. Please share how this access benefits you.
Your story matters.
Version
Citation (published version): ME Mastrorilli. 2016. "With Pell Grants Rising: A Review of the
Contemporary Empirical Literature on Prison Post-Secondary
Education." Journal of Correctional Education, Volume 67, Issue 2, pp.
44 - 60.
https://hdl.handle.net/2144/27333
Boston University
The Journal of Correctional Education 67(2) • September 2016
With Pell Grants Rising: A Review of the 
Contemporary Empirical Literature on 
Prison Postsecondary Education
Mary Ellen Mastrorilli, Ph.D.
Abstract
Support fo r postsecondary correctional education expands and contracts with the 
dominant political ideology of the times, reflecting the degree of punitiveness in 
response to crime and criminals. Despite a growing literature demonstrating the 
efficacy of college education on reducing recidivism and increasing wages and 
employment, correctional agencies are slow to fully embrace college education for 
prisoners. In instances where programs are delivered, correctional education is used 
more as an inmate control mechanism, and less as a tool fo r successful reintegration 
post release. Recently, the US. Department of Education has undertaken a bold policy 
initiative to ease eligibility requirements fo r some inmates to pursue Pell Grants-a 
college financial aid program established to provide monetary support to low-income, 
undergraduate students. This shift in policy provides scholars and practitioners with 
an opportunity to revisit what is known about postsecondary education fo r prisoners. 
Toward that end, this article examines the recent literature on this topic and offers 
recommendations to advance the research and implementation of such programs.
Introduction
Support for postsecondary educational programs in prisons has long suffered 
the whims of public opinion and political temperament to such an extent it could 
be a barometer for national punishment policy. When the rehabilitative ideal is 
ascendant, these programs expand; when tough on crime rhetoric takes hold, 
they contract. Contemporaneous with the therapeutic approach to prisoners in 
the early 1970s were Pell Grants, a college financial aid program established
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to provide monetary support to low-income, undergraduate students. Many 
prisoners qualified for and took advantage of these grants. However, 20 years 
later Congress passed the Violent Crime Control Act, which contained a provision 
barring grant eligibility for federal and state inmates. According to Erisman and 
Contardo (2005), as cited in Winterfield et al. (2009: 2), the provision "was based 
on the erroneous assumption that prisoner access to Pell funds limited access 
for non-prisoners." From 1991 to 2004 prisoner participation in college courses 
declined from 14% to 7% (Phelps, 2011: 54).
Fast-forward another 20 years and we now see that the U.S. Department 
of Education has adjusted current Pell grant rules that would restore some 
prisoners' eligibility for financial assistance. Known as the Second Chance Pell Pilot 
Program, the new rules act as an 'experiment' by requiring that participating 
institutions of higher education partner with federal or state correctional 
facilities that will enroll prisoners in programs that 'prepare them for high- 
demand occupations from which they are not legally barred' (Federal Register, 
2015) due to their criminal records. Students must be within five years of their 
release, and participating institutions are expected to comply with stringent 
program evaluation requirements. It remains to be seen whether this policy shift 
will result in an increase in inmate participation in postsecondary educational 
programs, though it is difficult to imagine how it could not. Given President 
Obama's executive action, it is timely to review what is known about college 
education delivered behind bars, especially as it relates to offender recidivism 
and employment prospects. To that end, the purpose of the paper is to provide 
a contemporary review of the empirical literature on the topic of prison 
postsecondary education.
Background
Academics, prisoner advocates, corrections administrators, and educators have 
long been interested in the efficacy of prisoner education in terms of how 
it relates to employment (Anderson, 1982; Batuik, Moke, & Rountree, 1997; 
Schumacker, Anderson a  Anderson, 1990; Tyler a  Kling, 2007), recidivism 
outcomes (Adams et al., 1994; Anderson, 1995; Kelso, 2000; Davis a  Chown, 
1986), and to a lesser extent, post-release wages (Steurer et al., 2001, 2003) 
and institutional adjustment (Knepper, 1990). Within the literature, not only 
are the varied release and institutional outcomes studied, but also there has 
been significant attention paid to the types of correctional education programs 
offered. The term "prison education" refers to every level of learning including 
adult basic education, GED, vocational and technical training and college
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degrees. Since the field now has a generation's worth of studies on the impact 
of correctional education on prisoners, it has enabled scholars to examine the 
topic from the perspective of a 'critical mass.' We now turn to three discrete 
works that have compiled and analyzed what is known about prison education 
programs.
Hail (2015) conducted a literature review often empirical studies on 
correctional education and recidivism performed from 1995 to 2010. Her 
analysis found support for education as a tool to reduce recidivism defined 
as re-arrest, reconviction, and reincarceration, with postsecondary education 
accounting for the largest reductions. Hall also notes that given the 'politics 
of correctional education" (2015:28) methodologically sound research is an 
influential factor in guiding the discourse toward more funding and support for 
prison education programs.
Gaes (2008) examined a body of literature on the effects of correctional 
education on post-release outcomes that included meta-analyses, as well as 
what he terms 'vote-counting reviews" and summaries. Unlike meta-analyses, 
the vote-counting reviews and summaries are scientifically frail. For example, 
reviews do not code effect sizes and fail to statistically evaluate the variety of 
metrics used to determine the level of internal validity of the findings. However, 
they do systematically appraise the methodological quality of each study. The 
summaries are limited to the discussion of selected studies and then attempt to 
draw logical conclusions about the topic. Meta-analyses, on the other hand, are 
systematic reviews of selected studies that either compare or combine results 
to determine effect size of the independent variable on the dependent variable. 
This approach is believed to provide a more accurate quantitative assessment 
between variables by expanding the block of data and the variety of contexts 
in which the research question is examined (Glass, McGaw 8- Smith, 1981). After 
critiquing five summaries, four meta-analyses, and two reviews, Gaes deftly 
points out that the studies "support a conclusion that correctional education 
reduces recidivism and enhances employment outcomes, but I have no way of 
estimating the true effect size" (2008:11).
The most compelling analysis to date was conducted by the RAND 
Corporation. RAND conducted a meta-analysis (Davis et al„ 2013) evaluating 
the effectiveness of correctional education that included 58 out of 267 
empirical studies conducted from 1980 to 2011. The selected studies had to 
have been published in English in the United States, and focused on vocational 
and/or academic learning with a structured curriculum (Davis, 2013:13). 
Additionally, only quality studies with a rating of 2 or higher using the Maryland
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Scientific Methods Scale and the U.S. Department of Education's What Works 
Clearinghouse rating rubric were included.
Broadly, the RAND meta-analysis found support for several propositions. 
First, correctional education reduces inmates' risk of recidivism. "On average, 
inmates who participated in correctional education programs had 43% lower 
odds of recidivism than inmates who did not' (Davis, 2013: 57). In parsing 
out GED education only, the results indicated 30% lower odds of recidivism. 
Secondly, regarding the relationship between correctional education and post­
release employment, inmates who participated in either academic or vocational 
education had 13% higher odds of obtaining a job compared to those who 
did not engage in educational programming. When the researchers accounted 
for vocational education only, the odds increased to 28%. However, due to 
the small number of studies in this area, the difference between vocational 
and academic education participation was not statistically significant. Lastly, 
the relationship between academic performance and computer-assisted vs. 
traditional face-to-face instruction showed slight, but not statistically significant, 
improvements in reading and math scores for those who used the self-paced 
technology.
Given the encouraging meta-analytic results and recognizing the budgetary 
concerns of legislators and correctional officials, RAND did a conservative 
cost analysis, limited to direct costs only, of the effectiveness of correctional 
education. Calculating a break-even point-defined as "the risk difference in the 
reincarceration rate required for the cost of correctional education to be equal to 
the cost of incarceration' (Davis, 2013: 59), the analysts estimated that to be cost 
neutral, a prison education program would have to reduce reoffending by 1.9% to 
2.6% over a three-year period. RAND's analysis showed a reduction in recidivism 
of 13%, thereby suggesting that correctional education is highly cost-effective.
Lastly, the RAND study provided a set of recommendations for future 
research. First, it encourages scholars to address the threat of selection 
bias. Specifically, it called for stronger research designs that use regression 
discontinuity and propensity score matching-two statistical techniques 
that have been shown to minimize bias in the absence of the randomized 
controlled trial (RCT). Though RCTs are the gold standard in determining causal 
explanations, ethical guidelines all but prohibit their use in studying highly 
protected human subjects such as prisoners. Secondly, RAND identified the gaps 
in correctional education knowledge requiring further study-program 'dosage' 
and characteristics, proximal indicators of impact such as literacy improvements, 
levels of motivation, and cognitive changes.
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To that end, this literature review assesses the empirical scholarship in 
peer reviewed journals published in the United States since the publication 
of the Rand Report in 2012. The most recent empirical studies conducted on 
secondary education for prisoners are equally divided into two methodological 
approaches-quantitative and qualitative. Thus the literature provides scholars 
and practitioners with numerical data and analysis on relatively large samples, 
as well as offering a contextual feel for how postsecondary education (PSE) 
programs are carried out behind prison walls and the impact of that education 
set against factors of race, place, and class once the prisoner is released. The 
reemergence of Pell grant eligibility for some prisoners signals a subtle shift in 
the political environment in support of prisoner education. Thus it is timely for 
scholars, practitioners, and advocates to familiarize themselves with what is 
known about postsecondary education in prison to inform strategic decision 
making in the study, design, and implementation of correctional educational 
practices
A Review of the Quantitative Literature
Historically it has been difficult to carry out classic, randomized experiments on 
prisoners due to the ethical issues they raise. As a protected group due to their 
loss of liberty, reduced ability to provide consent, and as a population in need 
of some of the most basic resources a society can provide, prisoners are highly 
protected human subjects. While it is true that prisoners 'deserve" to be studied 
so that evidence-based practices can be implemented with the objective of 
reducing criminal behavior, researchers often cannot justify the deprivation of 
badly needed services for the sake of lofty research goals.
In response to such limitations, analysts are left with less rigorous methods 
to examine the causal relationships between prisoner education and success 
after release. One method growing in use is Propensity Score Matching (PSM). 
This is a statistical technique that methodically reduces selection bias on 
observed covariates. It gives the researcher a valid comparison group that is 
almost identical to the treatment group. Two studies (Duwe a  Clark, 2014; Kim 
a  Clark, 2013), used this matching technique. Duwe and Clark (2014) examined 
the effects of high school and college education participation in the Minnesota 
Department of Correction. Since the focus of this article is on college education 
behind bars, I will not be reporting on the results associated with secondary 
education (i.e., attainment of high school and GED diplomas).
Duwe and Clark's (2014) study was a retrospective quasi-experiment 
whose sample consisted of 693 prisoners released between 2007 and 2008.
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Treatment and comparison groups were derived using the PSM method. The 
authors note that the weakness of PSM is that it does not guard against 'hidden 
bias' (2014: 463). However, the researchers addressed this concern by taking a 
highly conservative analytic approach. They included 23 theoretically relevant 
covariates in the scoring model and used only those cases where bias in the 
PSM scores was reduced by 98%. The researchers applied different analytical 
methods based on the type of data available. The recidivism analysis, using the 
Cox regression model to assess the variables of "time to recidivism' and 'status,' 
i.e., type of re-offense, found that those in the postsecondary education group 
saw significantly lower levels of re-offending on all four measures of recidivism. 
The outcomes included re-arrest: 54% to 59%; reconvictions: 38% to 43%; 
reincarceration: 15% to 19%; and revocation: 34% to 38%. Also, the risk of. 
reoffending had lower odds for three out of the four measures: 14% for re-arrest, 
6% for reconviction, and 24% for new offense reincarceration. The risk for 
revocations approached, but did not reach, statistical significance (p =  .13). This 
study considered two additional outcome variables-employment and wages. 
The available employment data lacked discreet start dates, so the researchers 
relied upon multiple logistic regression to determine the impact of PSE on 
obtaining a job. Employment rates were not statistically different between the 
treatment and comparison groups (71 % and 68%, respectively), however, the 
difference in total wages was significant, with the education group earning 
slightly over $16,000 over the two-year period compared to the non-education 
group's wage total of approximately $13,000. The study authors note several 
limitations in their analysis-the inability to determine whether the sample 
obtained educational programming post release, and insufficient data on prior 
work histories. In addition, their results lack external validity as the sample 
included prisoners released from the Minnesota Department of Correction. 
However, its strengths are many. A sufficient sample size with a rich set of 
variables allowed for complex and rigorous analytical matching and testing that 
led to credible and valid conclusions.
Kim and Clark's (2013) study was a quasi-experiment using Propensity Score 
Matching (PSM) to assess the effects of earning a prison-based college degree 
on recidivism. Acknowledging the inherent threat to validity in the absence 
of random assignment to the control and treatment groups, the investigators 
used the PSM approach to reduce selection bias, as did Duwe and Clark (2014). 
This study was unique in that the researchers had access to a rich data set 
consisting of 49 variables. They were able to meticulously match both groups 
in four areas-socio-demographics, mental/academic ability, criminal history,
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and variables related to the prisoners' governing offenses. They then set out to 
test two central hypotheses: attainment of a prison-based college degree will 
decrease the likelihood of criminal recidivism; and the hazards of recidivism 
over a three-year time span will be lower for the treatment group than the 
matched comparison group.
Using data from the New York Department of Correction and Community 
Supervision, the researchers examined prisoners who were released between 
2005 and 2008. The nature of the releases included parole, expiration of 
sentence, and conditional release. Over 30,000 cases were available for initial 
analysis resulting in 340 offenders who earned a one-year college certificate or 
higher degree and 340 matched counterparts. Recidivism was defined as 'any 
arrest for a crime occurring within three years of release' (Kim 8- Clark, 2013:
198) but excluded arrests for crimes that were committed prior to their release. 
The college completers had a statistically significant lower rate of recidivism 
(9.4%) compared to the matched group (17.1%) within a three-year period.
An additional outcome of particular interest was the amount of Inflation" 
associated with the effects of correctional higher education. Without PSM, the 
effects of postsecondary education on recidivism appeared quite overblown.
For example, the pre-PSM analysis showed that the re-arrest rate for non­
college participants was 35.9%. This finding is almost twice as high as the PSM 
finding of 17.1 %. In the search for great precision and validity, this outcome 
is compelling and argues for the use of PSM in the absence of controlled 
experiments.
Lastly, by using a Cox regression to measure time to re-arrest, the 
researchers found that the treatment group remained crime-free for a longer 
period of time. For the non-recidivists who possessed a college degree earned in 
prison, the survival rate was 93% after three years, compared to 87% for those 
without the education.
A third study (Nally et al., 2012) used a comparison group based on only 
three variables (race, educational level, and receipt of federal funding). The 
study, using a large cohort of offenders released from the Indiana Department 
of Correction, examines the effects of correctional education on the post-release 
outcomes of recidivism and employment. The treatment group (n =  1077) was 
offenders who received federal funding to attend educational services and were 
released in the years 2002 through 2009. The comparison group (n =  1078) 
was a randomly selected cohort of prisoners who did not receive funding for 
educational services and were released in 2005. It is unclear from the analysis 
what types or levels of correctional educational services were delivered.
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Using descriptive analysis on a limited number of variables, the 
investigators found that both samples were similar in terms of gender and 
racial breakdown, and legal reasons for return to custody, in the cases of 
the recidivists. The cohorts varied considerably in terms of recidivism status. 
Only 29.7% of the treatment group recidivated, compared to 67.8% of the 
comparison group. The other notable difference was in age. The treatment 
group was considerably younger than the comparison group, especially in the 
age range of 20-29 years. Almost 73% of those in the education group fell 
into the youngest category, compared to 17.1 % of the non-education group. 
Additionally, 45.6% of the comparison group were 40 years of age or older, 
while members of that age group made up less than 1% of the treatment 
cohort. This study examined not only recidivism, but also the relationship 
between correctional education and employment. Since inmates often attain 
education as a way to improve their employability, scholarship on this topic 
is important. However, there is a complex interplay of dynamics associated 
with offender re-entry and employment. The question is not simply how much 
prison education mitigates the effects of having a criminal record on finding 
gainful employment. Other factors to consider are race, class, gender, and the 
state of the economy at the time the offender is released. The authors noted 
that the timing of their study coincided in part with a nationwide recession. 
Findings showed that unemployment was high for both groups during the 
study period but that prospects improved for offenders in both groups as the 
economy recovered. However, those in the education group were more likely 
to earn higher quarterly incomes and be employed for a longer period of 
time.
The methodological weakness of this study is that it did not account 
for potentially substantial differences between the treatment group and the 
comparison group. While it is true that the treatment group participated in 
prison education and the comparison group did not, we cannot assume that 
the difference in outcomes is attributable to this difference only. A deeper 
examination needs to probe for reasons why one group chose education 
and the other not. This is a major question left unanswered. Variables such 
as criminal history, motivation, learning disability, mental health status, 
custody level, and institutional behavioral history could also explain recidivism 
outcomes. A striking finding that the authors did not discuss is that the older the 
offender was in the comparison group, the more likely he/she was to recidivate. 
This is in direct contrast to what the literature says about older offenders, that 
they tend to 'age out of crime."
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Each of the above-mentioned studies fills some of the gaps identified in 
the literature on prisoner secondary education in terms of rigorous analysis 
that controls for selection bias, and measuring additional outcomes such as 
employment and wages. Let us now turn to the qualitative studies.
A Review of the Qualitative Literature
Pryor and Thompkins's (2013) work is a qualitative study that identifies the 
barriers associated with the delivery of educational programs within prisons.
The premise of the article was to compare the identified barriers against what 
has been established as best correctional educational practices such as effective 
student assessment and placement, suitable instructor training and resources, 
strategic use of technology, and appropriate incentives for enrollment. They 
focused primarily on data derived from a series of focus groups conducted 
with key informants comprised of 84 formerly incarcerated individuals who 
participated in educational programming and 10 'experts" consisting of 
correction officers, reentry managers, and prison educators. Participants resided 
in the Midwestern and Northeastern sectors of the United States. The resulting 
narratives emphasized three major themes: the uses of correctional education, 
how it is implemented, and its outcomes.
The investigators found that correctional education was used primarily as 
a method of social control. Behavioral history, such as being disciplinary report- 
free for a substantial amount of time (ranging from 3 to 12 months), rather than 
individual educational need or motivation, was the major selection factor for 
placement into limited educational slots. This finding, they argued, violated the 
best practice of effective student assessment and placement. The authors point 
out that symbolically, education becomes devalued when used as a behavioral 
tool because it is seen as a privilege subject to revocation, rather than a human 
right or need. By contrast, in the Nordic countries prisoner education is seen as a 
right, not an indulgence that can be arbitrarily given or taken away due to rule 
infractions or institutional transfers (Manger, Eikeland 8-Asbjornsen, 2013). This 
philosophy stems from the perspective that education is a basic human need, and 
as such, does not end because an individual is incarcerated for a period of time.
The concept of implementation focused on three sub-themes: the 
qualifications of instructors and tutors, access to quality educational materials, 
and institutional transfers. Study participants who were offenders stated 
that substandard materials, even in the hands of well-qualified teachers, 
diminished the effectiveness of lesson delivery. Further, they stated that tutors 
were marginally qualified, with one describing them as 'white collar criminals
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who have an education' (Manger et al., 2013: 467), a somewhat surprising 
finding in that peer-led programming in correctional institutions has generally 
enjoyed positive reviews (Devilly et al., 2005). Another barrier to education 
was institutional transfers. The investigators found that transfers would happen 
without warning and seemingly arbitrarily without regard to the prisoner's 
participation in rehabilitative activities. These disruptions served to stymie 
offender achievement, sending a message that rehabilitation is secondary 
to larger organizational needs related to managing facility bed space. The 
unanticipated consequences of this can be particularly severe as it relates to 
financial aid. Since a transfer effectively means dropping a course, the students, 
assessed largely by what is on their college transcripts, are perceived as not 
meeting their academic obligations and might be barred from receiving financial 
assistance in the future.
The last set of findings concern the educational barriers offenders face 
when returning to their communities. Educational interruptions while in prison 
require that students pursue their educational goals after release. Yet the 
obstacles are nearly insurmountable. First, the authors point out that statutes 
prohibiting drug offenders from receiving financial aid disenfranchise an entire 
group of non-violent offenders from participating in activities designed to help 
them gain the very skills they need, such as supporting themselves outside of 
the drug marketplace. Secondly, parole and probation officers favor employment 
over education as an accountability strategy post-release. Moreover, even if a 
released prisoner is motivated, eligible, and authorized to pursue continuing 
education, the financial realities prohibit it from happening. Lastly, the study 
respondents reported mixed employment outcomes along racial lines despite 
having completed degree and vocational programs. Whites were more likely to 
gain employment by using networks of family and friends as sponsors, which 
mitigated the stigmatic effects of their incarceration, whereas blacks had to 
rely solely on their skills and credentials that were often offset by their criminal 
histories. The authors concluded that despite what we know about the positive 
relationship between education and recidivism, the barriers inside and out of 
prison remain substantial and are very difficult to overcome.
Frank, Olmstead a Pigg (2013) explain the findings of a 'Participatory Action 
Research' study led by a professor from a university in a neighboring state 
and two incarcerated college graduates housed in the Indiana Department of 
Corrections. In 2009, while doing qualitative research on long-term inmates 
in the Wabash Valley Correctional Facility, the university faculty member 
noticed two emerging themes: many inmates wanted to actively participate
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within and outside their community in prison; and those inmates believed that 
serving others was crucial to a successful reentry to society and to their overall 
rehabilitation. With these themes, the faculty member picked two prisoners 
from her original study and created a new educational model known as the 
Service-Learning in Correctional Education (S.LI.C.E.) program. S.L.I.C.E. is an 
interactive educational and cooperative approach that works to engage inmates 
in society while deepening their intellectual enrichment. A qualitative research 
design called 'phenomenology" was used to objectively understand subjective 
emotions, beliefs, and perceptions. With the approval from the administration, 
the two inmates who were working with the university faculty member created 
a S.L.I.C.E. course that was centered on creating self-awareness, generating 
cognitive processes about actions and consequences, and understanding the 
values of society. The investigator recruited eight "long-term inmates" for the 
program who on average had spent 14.5 years in prison, who were already 
actively providing some sort of service for the prison community, and who 
were able to provide meaningful feedback about their S.LI.C.E. experience.
Each participant had either earned a college degree while incarcerated or 
were currently enrolled. The original makeup of the participants consisted of 
six Caucasians and two African Americans, and their ages ranged from 31 -53 
years old, but two weeks into the 16-week course, one inmate dropped out and 
another was transferred.
The researchers found that ideas such as kindness and support from 
the public were crucial in the formation and growth of the inmates' social 
skills. Since prison is an institution that makes it difficult to have any positive 
relationship with society, it is challenging to help inmates learn these concepts 
and apply them when they reenter free society. Thus the researchers believe that 
by providing the inmates with opportunities to better understand themselves 
and the society around them, they have the chance to nourish their self-esteem 
and create a sense of accountability for their community. The rules by which 
inmates live by in prison are drastically different than society's rules outside. 
Inmates become so accustomed to the behaviors and standards that have 
helped them survive their prison experience that once released, they do not 
have the requisite skills to thrive in the community. The S.L.I.C.E. investigators 
conclude that civic engagement and personal growth, integrated within an 
educational curriculum, are necessary for long-term behavioral change to occur.
Livingston and Miller (2014) conducted a qualitative assessment of the 
postsecondary educational experiences of a group of prisoners participating in 
a de-identified program designed to support ex-prisoners who began earning
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their college degrees while incarcerated. Specifically, in-depth interviews 
were conducted with 34 men and women to gather details of their personal 
narratives related to the obstacles, challenges, and perceptions of attending 
college as former inmates. The sample consisted of 3 women, 1 transgender 
individual, and 30 men from a variety of socio-economic backgrounds and 
ethnicities. They represented every stage of program participation from 
alumni to admitted student deferring enrollment. The mean age was 28 and 
participants had served sentences ranging from 3 to 10 years. The researchers 
used an inductive analysis technique to identify the major themes in the data. 
Data was coded independently and later refined using comparative methods.
The themes uncovered in the study were organized around two temporal 
observations—precarcerai experiences and postcarceral experiences. The 
precarceral backgrounds of the research participants aligned with the nature of 
their educational involvement. In other words, those from disadvantaged, urban 
neighborhoods valued street life norms (e.g., drug selling, car theft, negative 
peer influences) over educational attainment in middle and high school, in fact, 
incarceration was perceived as an eventuality, rather than something that can 
and should be avoided. These norms laid a foundation that discounted the role 
of education in terms of changing one's identity and creating opportunities 
for future economic success. All of the participants from the disadvantaged 
communities (n =  12) were non-white. As such, it was difficult for the researchers 
to distinguish between race and class as an explanation for the participants' 
experiences. However, in reporting on the experiences of study participants from 
suburban communities, the impact of race and class on education becomes 
clearer. Whites and Asians (n =  8) reported vastly different experiences with 
regard to deviant behaviors and education. They attributed their criminal 
activities and disengagement from school to 'youthful indiscretions' (Livingston 
and Miller, 2014: 224), rejecting the identity of criminals on the path to prison. 
Most interestingly, there were five participants in the sample who transitioned 
from impoverished communities to the suburbs during their early to mid- 
teenage years. Their families relocated to create distance between their children 
and the 'lures afforded by street culture' (Livingston and Miller, 2014: 226) 
and to provide improvements in quality of life and education. Four of the 
five participants did go on to graduate from high school but each stated they 
suffered significant adjustment difficulties based on race. For example, being 
a student of color in an all-white school resulted in what they believed to be 
racially motivated school discipline, increased scrutiny by law enforcement, and 
tracking to vocational education.
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The postcarceral experiences of the men and women in the study 
converged in two areas that transcended race and class-the stark age 
differences between them and the younger, more traditional college student; 
and the effects of prisonization on their attitudes and expectations. The ex­
prisoners felt uncomfortable, even tense, in classes with students much younger 
than themselves. And initially they were slow to trust the common courtesies 
shown to them. Over time they came to enjoy the overall positive aura of 
connecting with open-minded individuals. When the experiences diverged, it 
did so by race and class. The non-white interviewees from the urban areas felt 
a distinct isolation from others on campus who were unaware of their criminal 
past-personal information best to keep hidden, yet life defining in many ways. 
Moreover, the interviewees were reluctant to "knife off" their anti-social peers 
from their old neighborhoods (Livingston and Miller, 2014: 231). In addition to 
the cultural elements of campus, the study subjects' experiences with familial 
support varied by race and class. The non-white students struggled financially. 
They typically returned to one of three scenarios-families who were just able 
to get by and could not provide financial assistance, families that needed their 
financial assistance, or one or more parents who had died and thus unavailable 
for emotional and monetary support. In the face of these struggles they worked 
while attending college, which put demands on their time that strained their 
study habits, sometimes resulting in failing grades.
Though the results from the qualitative studies cited in this article are not 
generalizable due to their limited, nonrandom sample sizes, we are nonetheless 
left with a richer understanding of the many contextual dynamics associated 
with postsecondary education for prisoners both behind the walls and after 
release. For every ostensible benefit that prison education seems to provide, 
there are institutional, cultural, and structural barriers that need to be overcome 
to derive even greater value from this effort.
Conclusions
The extant body of literature reviewed in this paper offers both scholars and 
practitioners valuable insights. Scholars should explore ways to conduct ethical 
experiments that stringently examine the causal relationships, if any, between 
correctional postsecondary education and recidivism, wages, and employment. 
According to the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, placement 
of prisoners in experimental and control groups can be considered when 
research analyzes emerging or conventional practices 'which have the intent 
and reasonable probability of improving the health or well-being of the subject."
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Correctional and labor officials also have a role in this endeavor. Access to 
offenders and their criminal and employment data should not only be eased but 
also expanded and welcomed so that implementation of evidence-based prison 
programming becomes a standard practice in the field of corrections.
Secondly, the literature has shown the propensity of prison officials to 
use education as a tool for control rather than a tool for recidivism reduction.
A paradigm shift is needed to elevate the value of educational programming 
as a basic human right that comes with secondary benefits, such as reduced 
criminality and higher wages. To the extent possible, prison administrators 
and probation and parole officials should hold paramount the participation of 
inmates in educational programs not only for education's sake but also as a 
pathway to legitimate labor market participation.
Third, according to the U.S. Department of Education, current regulations 
(see https://studentaid.ed.gov) stipulate that adults convicted for the sale or 
possession of illicit drugs face suspended eligibility for federal student aid if 
the offense occurred during a time in which they were receiving aid. Other 
than certain sex offenses, no other crimes exclude individuals from receiving 
federal grants and loans. The wisdom of this policy begs the question-do drug 
offenders deserve harsher treatment than violent or property offenders? The 
policy is problematic in three ways. It is discriminatory on its face; it suggests 
that drug offenders are irredeemable; and it deprives motivated, non-violent 
individuals the chance to better themselves. Notwithstanding these issues is 
the fact that the War on Drugs has been particularly harsh on young African 
American males (Mitchell & Caudy, 2015; Provine, 2011) further alienating a 
group stereotyped as dangerous and criminal by much of society. Given the 
efficacy of college education behind bars, this restrictive policy, which seems 
to serve a punitive and counterproductive purpose, should be re-examined so 
that drug offenders who pursue educational advancement can engage in the 
marketplace in prosocial ways.
Postsecondary education for prisoners is poised to re-emerge from a 
political climate that focused more on the punishment of offenders than the 
reform of them. There now exists an extensive body of scholarship that points 
to the efficacy of postsecondary education for prisoners. The U.S. Department 
of Education is undertaking a bold initiative to provide grants to prisoners in 
selected institutional programs. And the incarceration binge of the past 25 
years, resulting in the confinement of over 2 million people, has been shown 
to be at the point of diminishing returns in terms of crime reduction and has 
been particularly devastating to black families and communities (Austin a  Irwin,
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2012; King, Mauer & Young, 2005). With the convergence of these factors, 
practitioners, legislators, and policymakers have a unique opportunity to make 
strategic decisions about how to create, fund, and implement postsecondary 
educational programs for prisoners not only for humanistic reasons but also as a 
rational approach to public safety.
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